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Invited Dialogue
This column features Dr. Loukia K. 
Sarroub and her award- winning research 
on how Arab Muslim refugee and immi-
grant youth navigate religion, gender, 
and literacy in school. Dr. Sarroub is a 
professor of literacy studies, education, 
and linguistics, and she serves as the 
graduate programs chair in the Depart-
ment of Teaching, Learning, and Teacher 
Education at the University of Nebraska- 
Lincoln. She was the recipient of the 
LRA Edward B. Fry Book Award for All American 
Yemeni Girls: Being Muslim in a Public School 
(2005), which examines Yemeni American girls’ 
attempts to negotiate their identities across home 
and school contexts— spaces with vastly different 
cultural values, expectations, and traditions. As part 
of her professional service, Dr. Sarroub serves on 
the editorial board of Research in the Teaching of 
English. She has also served on the committee for 
the Alan C. Purves Award, which is “presented 
annually to the author(s) of the Research in the 
Teaching of English article from the previous year’s 
volume judged as likely to have the greatest impact 
on educational practice” (https://ncte.org 
/awards/journal- article- awards/alan- c- 
purves- award/). 
This conversation was recorded on 
March 3, 2020, and has been edited for 
publication.
Jennifer Danridge Turner 
(JDT): Dr. Sarroub, thank you for 
talking with me today. I know that 
your work with Arab Muslim refugee 
and immigrant youth focuses on the 
intersections of literacy, religion, and gender 
across home and school contexts. However, are 
there similarities between your conceptualiza-
tion of identity “intersections” in your research 
and the theory of intersectionality?
Loukia K. Sarroub (LKS): This is a great 
question. I’ve actually never used the word 
intersectionality in my work, but I appreciate 
that it has been included more recently in the 
field of education, and has been taken up by a 
growing number of literacy scholars (Compton- 
Lilly et al., 2017; Muhammad & Haddix, 2016; 
Turner & Griffin, 2020). The inception of inter-
sectionality occurred with Kimberlé Crenshaw’s 
Drawing on her award-winning research, Dr. Loukia K. Sarroub 
explains how teachers can help displaced, immigrant, and refugee 
youth navigate literacy, religion, and success in public schools.
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work (1989). Crenshaw is a legal scholar, and 
she was interested in why women, and Black 
women in particular, were marginalized both by 
workplace practices and by feminist theories. In 
the 1980s, Crenshaw’s work showed that even 
if feminist practices were empowering women 
theoretically (and socially), Black women still 
suffered from both gender discrimination and 
racism due to their unique social location in U.S. 
society. Crenshaw (1991) wrote an article called 
“Mapping the Margins” in which she illuminated 
the concept of intersectionality in identity pol-
itics as an analytic tool or a heuristic. She was 
also invested in working more closely with what 
happened to women who experienced violence 
and violent circumstances. So, Crenshaw’s work 
profoundly shaped what we know today about 
intersectionality. 
In my research, while I do not use the word 
intersectionality per se, I want to understand 
the multiple factors that explain what happens 
to people as they negotiate print and non- print 
literacies in institutions such as their families, 
schools, or workplaces. I was influenced by an-
thropologist Micaela di Leonardo’s (1984) book, 
The Varieties of Ethnic Experience: Kinship, 
Class, and Gender among California Italian- 
Americans. di Leonardo was one of the first 
scholars who said that we cannot examine indi-
vidual social factors such as social class, ethnic-
ity, gender, language background, or nationality 
in isolation. People live in particular contexts in 
which all these factors work together; therefore, 
we must attempt to understand the relationships 
of multiple social factors simultaneously in any 
given context. 
JDT: And how have di Leonardo’s ideas 
influenced your research?
LKS: As a sociolinguist who conducts re-
search at the nexus of anthropology, education, 
and literacy studies, I explore how multiple 
social factors— as well as multiple ways of being 
and multiple identities— come together in a par-
ticular context. Put another way, human beings 
interact in situated contexts, and we are always 
orienting our discourses, behaviors, and lan-
guages in communication and interaction with 
others. Conceptualizing these identity “inter-
sections” in lived contexts helps us understand 
how we view what’s happening in the moment 
in relation to other people. It is dialogical; for 
example, a classroom with many different kinds 
of children includes intersecting socioeconom-
ic backgrounds, multiple identities, perhaps 
different nationalities, different Englishes and 
other languages, multiple past experiences with 
print— these are multiple negotiations that are 
simultaneously enacted. Drawing inspiration 
from di Leonardo (1984), I use the metaphor of 
“intersections” as a robust analytical tool for de-
scribing the multiple social factors that have an 
impact on what people are doing in that moment, 
or how they are succeeding in school, the work-
place, and in communities and homes.
JDT: Your intersectional metaphor helps us 
to understand the in- betweenness that some Arab 
American girls in your research (Sarroub, 2002) 
have experienced in negotiating home, commu-
nity, and school spaces. In your work with Arab 
American youth, what are the multiple factors 
that have shaped their schooling experiences and 
literacy development?
LKS: I’ve used the term in- betweenness 
to explain the different ways that children 
and young people do things at home (primary 
discourse systems) and at school (secondary 
discourse systems; Gee, 1989). Sometimes 
home and school contexts intersect in ways that 
can be really productive for both children and 
teachers, but at other times they can be spaces 
of unexpected conflict. All of my scholarship 
has revolved around questions such as “How 
do we better understand how young people and 
their teachers negotiate and succeed in these 
in- between spaces?” and “How are young people 
agents within these spaces?” I am especially 
interested in how children navigate in- between 
spaces successfully, and how they create practic-
es that work for them. 
JDT: Could you give an example?
A conversation with loukia K. Sarroub
Sometimes home and school contexts intersect 
in ways that can be really productive for both 
children and teachers, but at other times they can 
be spaces of unexpected conflict.
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LKS: Well, I think there are instances where 
administrators and teachers use school meetings 
and curriculum to open spaces that allow young 
people to participate and engage in conversa-
tion and dialogue. For example, the principal in 
the high school in Dearborn, Michigan, where 
I did the fieldwork, sent an anonymous survey 
to Yemeni and Yemeni American students for 
their input and ideas regarding how the school 
could become more inclusive of their cultural 
and religious norms and accommodate their 
concerns. The principal also held meetings with 
them to obtain further input, which led to several 
accommodations, including the option of pizza 
without pepperoni for school lunch and allowing 
students to choose when to engage with mixed 
seating (e.g., boys and girls seated in close prox-
imity) in the classroom.
Also, classroom teachers may introduce 
a text that sparks a dialogical discussion and 
reaction. In All American Yemeni Girls (Sar-
roub, 2005), I discuss how The Crucible (Mill-
er, 1953/2003) helped some of the Yemeni 
American girls to open up and identify with 
the characters in the text. Even though the play 
and the film versions of The Crucible focus on 
Christian young women, the Muslim Yemeni 
American girls identified with them because they 
experienced similar gender stigmas in their own 
communities. Despite having a male English 
teacher at the time, these Yemeni American girls 
felt free to talk openly in that classroom because 
they identified with the texts in the curriculum.
But at other times, when the teacher is 
unfamiliar with a culture and does not really un-
derstand some of the social or religious norms, 
this can evoke a very different kind of reaction 
from Yemeni American youth. For example, 
the Yemeni American girls felt comfortable 
participating in classroom discussions because 
the boys were Americans and US- born Yemeni 
Americans. However, that classroom discussion 
with the girls would never have happened in 
a roomful of newly- arrived Yemeni boys from 
Yemen because the issues they touched on 
would not have been considered appropriate for 
discussion with people of the opposite gender; 
recently- arrived young boys would uphold those 
more conservative cultural and religious norms 
from Yemen. Consequently, teachers would have 
to learn to manage classroom discussions with 
LKS: Many Muslim American young women 
wear the headscarf (hijab). Depending on what 
is happening globally, such as the perpetual geo-
political tensions with the Middle East, the head-
scarf can become a symbol of in- betweenness 
for these young women: it is a sign of inclusion 
within their homes, but it may exclude them at 
school. Schools, teachers, and families have to 
work hard at communicating with each other 
to ensure there is inclusiveness in classrooms 
despite the world’s politics. 
It is worth mentioning that not all Muslim 
women wear the headscarf, so there may be 
other ways that their religious, national, and 
linguistic identities intersect, and they need to 
negotiate those in- between spaces, too. I learned 
during my fieldwork in the Yemeni communi-
ty that extremely conservative family values 
shape the lives of young people; for example, 
whether they can go see a movie with friends 
or go out on a date or participate in after- school 
sports. Depending on what those values are, 
they may clash with American social norms or 
with school norms. But young people are finding 
ways to navigate these moments of cultural or 
religious conflict, engaging in what Judith Butler 
(1997/2013) calls insurrectionary speech that 
allows them to re- appropriate injurious speech or 
negative identities as positive, empowering ones. 
More specifically, these youth find in- between 
spaces where they can be social in ways that will 
not disrupt their cultural and religious norms too 
much. In my book All American Yemeni Girls: 
Being Muslim in a Public School (Sarroub, 
2005), there’s a chapter entitled “Classroom as 
Oasis” which explains how Yemeni American 
young women found classroom spaces in which 
they could be “at home”; they would remove 
their headscarves if they wanted to, and they 
could talk with boys. It was surprising to find 
that in the same building, there were other class-
rooms spaces wherein they very much kept to 
themselves, and they self- segregated by gender. 
So, young people figure out where it’s safe and 
where it’s productive in schools to have intersec-
tional ties that are visible.
JDT: That is so fascinating. Were there 
strategies that teachers were intentionally imple-
menting to make their classroom environments 
feel like an oasis for these young Yemeni Ameri-
can women? 
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holidays that are unfamiliar to the teachers, 
which may cause these youth to feel disconnect-
ed or misunderstood in school. Oftentimes, these 
children may also be disoriented because they 
arrive in the United States after being in several 
different refugee camps in different countries 
with varying schooling practices. Some of the 
children have had formal schooling experi-
ences, while others are unfamiliar with formal 
classroom life or with print. Teachers should be 
proactive and familiarize themselves with these 
students’ languages, their cultures, their reli-
gious backgrounds, and their texts, including re-
ligious texts they might have read in their home 
cultures, so that they understand the children and 
their literacies better.
JDT: What if teachers don’t know much 
about the cultural backgrounds of Middle East-
ern refugee and immigrant children?
LKS: Teachers can still connect with Middle 
Eastern refugee or immigrant children by asking 
them to share their stories. Teachers— or an 
interpreter initially— might say to the student, 
“Let’s write your story as a book. Tell me about 
your story before you arrived here.” Then, the 
teacher and the student work together to com-
pose the story. Teachers usually begin by asking 
students questions about their siblings, where 
they have lived before arriving to town, and so 
on. Drawing is an important tool, and many 
teachers ask students to draw pictures as texts. 
But whatever texts the students produce should 
be read by them and others. This is a really 
common practice in elementary grades anyway, 
but it also works well for middle school students 
because they have more agency, and they can 
decide what to talk about and how to talk about 
their lives and the people in them. If they are 
not ready to write in English yet, teachers and 
interpreters can record what students have to 
say until the students are ready to write more 
independently. From a literacy perspective, it 
is important for displaced and immigrant chil-
dren to read and write their own stories so that 
their funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992) are 
activated in the classroom, and subsequently 
their histories and experiences become part of 
the curriculum, thus empowering both students 
and teachers.
In addition, it is important for teachers to 
understand how refugee and immigrant children 
American- born Yemeni girls and Yemeni boys 
who recently arrived in the U.S. very differently. 
JDT: These are very important distinctions 
for teachers to be aware of. What else might K– 8 
teachers do to be responsive to the literacy learn-
ing of immigrant or refugee children?
LKS: First, when teachers discover that ref-
ugees or immigrant children are on their class-
room roster, they can prepare by learning about 
the literacy practices of the home countries. For 
example, they can Google what languages the 
Middle Eastern children in their classroom will 
be speaking. Teachers should know a little bit 
more about students’ home languages. Knowing 
that there are 28 letters in the Arabic alphabet 
and knowing that there are sounds that exist in 
Arabic that don’t exist in English and vice versa 
is helpful. For example, there is no /p/ phoneme 
in Arabic; teachers may be working with a third 
or fourth grader who speaks Arabic, and while 
trying to teach them how to decode words in 
English, they will notice the students cannot 
articulate certain sounds, such as the /p/ pho-
neme. But over time, these students will learn 
English and will be able to distinguish /p/ from 
/b/, and they’ll actually articulate these more 
quickly than older Arabic speaking students in 
high school.
Teachers can also prepare by becoming 
more familiar with cultural and religious expe-
riences of the refugee or immigrant students in 
their classrooms. In Lincoln, Nebraska, we have 
refugees from Myanmar, who are the Karen 
people, and many of these children have gone 
through terrifying experiences (Quadros & Sar-
roub, 2016). We also have refugees from Guate-
mala, and although the Guatemalan children are 
Catholic, the Catholicism in Guatemala is prac-
ticed a bit differently than it would be in Lin-
coln, Nebraska. Sometimes children celebrate 
Teachers should be proactive and familiarize 
themselves with these students’ languages, 
their cultures, their religious backgrounds, and 
their texts, including religious texts they might 
have read in their home cultures, so that they 
understand the children and their literacies better.
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instruction or a school’s reading curriculum is 
helping them develop from basic text decoders 
to independent text analysts and critics (Free-
body & Luke, 1990).
JDT: Do Middle Eastern immigrant or ref-
ugee students like Hayder typically experience 
Islamophobia in schools? And if so, how does 
Islamophobia negatively shape the schooling 
experiences and literacy practices of Arab Amer-
ican youth?
LKS: In my book chapter with co- author 
Shabana Mir (Mir & Sarroub, 2019), we noted 
that at the time there had been fifty- five docu-
mented cases of “Islamophobia” in the U.S. and 
sixty- one in North America. We acknowledged 
that these numbers did not account for local or 
regional cases that were not reported, and there 
was not much data from many of the federally 
designated refugee states, such as the state of 
Nebraska, where I live. We also learned that 
since 9/11, young Muslim people in the U.S. 
who are school- aged often have been perceived 
as a national security risk (Sirin & Fine, 2008). 
As a result, Arab Muslim students experience 
both discrimination and marginalization in their 
schools and communities. Approximately 45 
percent of high school students have heard racist 
remarks about Arab Muslims in their classrooms 
(Mir & Sarroub, 2019). 
Arab Muslim students are quickly becoming 
part of the diverse group of students that U.S. 
schools serve. For example, since 2012, 21,000 
Syrian refugees have moved to the U.S., with 
roughly 50 percent being under the age of four-
teen and attending U.S. schools. Consequently, 
teachers need to know that there is a wide array 
of transformative pedagogies available to help 
them work effectively with Arab Muslim stu-
dents and reduce the Islamophobia they might 
experience in schools. Critically examining 
resources for anti- Islamophobia perspectives is 
one such strategy. For example, Allman (2017) 
draws attention to the counter- stories of Arab- 
American and Middle East Muslim students 
that dispel the politicized and negative national 
narratives that (mis)represent and stereotype 
them. Sams and Allman (2015) recommend 
complicating multicultural perspectives by 
examining fiction featuring Arab American and 
Asian American protagonists that can serve as 
and youth and their communities value print 
and oral literacies. Sometimes teachers can 
learn about these cultural differences simply 
by talking with students. In my work (Sarroub, 
2007; Sarroub et al., 2007), I wrote about Hay-
der, a Yezidi boy from northern Iraq who did not 
privilege or value print- based literacy because 
Yezidi tradition is strictly oral and consists of 
prayers, songs, and hymns in the Kurdish lan-
guage. So, Hayder’s teachers and I talked with 
him to try to understand his perspective about 
reading and writing. He would say, “I can just 
work at Taco Bell, all I have to do is memorize 
the keys. I don’t have to read them; I just need to 
know what the keys do,” and that was a compel-
ling argument. At the same time, when Hayder 
was able to read a street sign, he was ecstatic 
that he was able to decode it. However, the high 
school teachers did not have curriculum or read-
ing materials appropriate for Hayder’s age (17) 
and his level of reading proficiency. For a couple 
of weeks, Hayder was reading books like Is Your 
Mama a Llama? (Guarino, 1989) until one of his 
teachers found some texts at the public library 
that were more appropriate for him. Hayder 
wanted to be an auto mechanic, so we looked at 
auto mechanic books; the vocabulary and syntax 
were challenging, yet he persevered. 
JDT: What important insights did you gain 
from your work with Hayder?
LKS: Literacy teachers need support in 
working with refugee and immigrant children 
because these students become print- literate 
at different ages. As researchers, we need to 
conduct more studies that address the question, 
“How might teachers support youth who are 
newly arrived refugees or immigrants and who 
have not had formal education or exposure to 
print or print literacies either in their first lan-
guage or any other language?” Although there 
is not much scholarship available on this topic, 
I think that teachers must take the time to notice 
and understand refugee and immigrant chil-
dren through an ethnographic lens. Every day 
as teachers we hope that when we implement 
something new in the classroom, that it’s really 
going to work for everybody; however, there’s 
always a gap in reaching all students because 
there is no one- size- fits- all approach to teaching 
literacy. So, we have to stop and listen to our 
students in order to figure out whether literacy 
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powerful tools for disrupting 
commonly held assumptions 
about ethnicity, race, and class. 
In addition, working with 
teachers to include curriculum 
and conversations on resiliency 
in the face of adversity helps 
Muslim children and youth posi-
tively navigate classroom spaces 
despite Islamophobic messages 
in society. Because Islamic prac-
tices vary across nations, races, 
and ethnic groups, it is important 
to introduce texts to children and 
youth that help them understand 
the diversity of such practices. 
Books from Muslim authors that 
challenge assumptions about 
a monolithic Islam and work 
against Islamophobia are vitally 
important (See Table 1). 
JDT: Thanks for sharing these amazing titles. 
As we close our interview, tell us about your 
upcoming projects.
LKS: Recently, I was part of a research team 
that studies the relationships between socio-
economic status, children’s neighborhoods, 
and standardized testing (Sarroub & England, 
2020), and we are working on a paper now that 
examines boys’ and girls’ reading achievement, 
gender, and secondary school literacy curricu-
lum. In another study, I am analyzing middle 
and high school teachers’ evidence- based deci-
sion making as they examine formative literacy 
assessments in conjunction with state standard-
ized reading scores. Third, I am writing a couple 
of papers about Iraqi adult refugee learners and 
how print literacies paradoxically had a negative 
impact in their lives. Finally, I hope to return 
to Dearborn in the near future to do a follow- 
up study in the Yemeni American community, 
which is now educating second and third genera-
tions in public schools. 
JDT: Loukia, thanks for talking with me 
today. It’s been wonderful learning more about 
your research and your perspectives on Arab 
Muslim youth and their navigation of literacy, 
religion, and identity in schools.
LKS: Thanks so much, Jen. It was a pleasure 
to speak with you. 
Table 1. Books by Muslim Authors for Elementary and Secondary Readers 
Grade Level Author/Editor Publication Title and Year
K– 6 Ana A. de Eulate The Sky of Afghanistan (2012)
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Daughter (2017)
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A Muslim Book of Colors (2012)
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K– 6 Karen Gray Ruelle The Grand Mosque of Paris: A Story of 
How Muslims Rescued Jews During the 
Holocaust (2009) 
K– 6 Aisha Saeed Amal Unbound (2018)
7– 12 Ali Lutfi Abdallah The Clever Sheikh of the Butana and 
Other Stories: Sudanese Folk Tales 
(1999)
7– 12 Randa Abdel- Fattah Does My Head Look Big in This? (2005)
7– 12 Suheir Hammad Born Palestinian, Born Black & the Gaza 
Suite (2010)
7– 12 Mohja Kahf The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf (2006)
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